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Abstract
This capstone project reports the interventions, progress, and results of five elementary
students who were identified as ‘at-risk’ for preliteracy reading skill acquisition. The capstone
discusses differentiated instructional strategies and the rotation of intervention strategies utilized
to increase the preliteracy skills of the students. The capstone discusses the interventions
implemented across four weeks between the collection of baseline and final data. This research
finds that students at-risk for acquiring preliteracy skills can increase their preliteracy skills
through differentiated instructional strategies.
Background
For this capstone project, I was assigned to work with five students on preliteracy reading
skills in my clinical practice placement at a suburban elementary school in Ralston, Nebraska.
This school is composed of 260 Students and 18 Teachers. 9% of these students are English
Language Learners and 10% are Gifted. The school is a Title One school due to 55% of students
receiving Free and Reduced Lunch.
At the elementary school each grade level teacher works in a team. The team I work with
is comprised of one first grade teacher, one second grade teacher, one first and second grade
combination teacher, one paraprofessional and myself. At the beginning of the school year the
team administered a pretest to 76 first and second grade students. The teachers chose a 25-word
preassessment to determine students’ familiarity with sound blending and ability to deconstruct
sounds within a consonant vowel consonant word. Following analysis of the pretest scores it
was determined that 27 of the 76 students would be placed in small groups for sound blending
intervention. For the sound-blending unit of instruction five rotations were created: three
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rotations focused on consonant-vowel-consonant (CVC) blending, one focused on letter
recognition, and one on diagraphs.
The five students who I worked with came from three different classrooms. Two students
were enrolled in first grade and three were in second grade. For this capstone, I worked with a
group that was identified as needing remediation in sound-blending. The goal was to increase
each student’s proficiency in basic phonics skills and basic phonics blending. I worked with this
small group to help students blend phonemes or units or sound within consonant-vowelconsonant (CVC) words.

Preliteracy Skill Acquisition
In education there is an emphasis in early elementary on pre literacy skills or skills that
prepare students for being successful readers. Cummings et al stated, “Students who struggle
with learning to read at the end of their first-grade year are likely to experience continued
academic challenges and have increased likelihood of disciplinary problems” (Cummings et al.,
2011 p. 284). Sound blending is an essential preliteracy skill taught in first and second grade
years that help students to decode unfamiliar words using letter-sound patterns when reading.
When taught correctly, sound blending can help students accurately read new words and become
proficient in reading on grade level. Sound blending is a part of the alphabetic principle, which is
divided into four phases: pre alphabetic, partial alphabetic, full alphabetic, and consolidated
alphabetic (Cummings et al., 2011). The alphabetic principle is the idea that students will
become successful readers if they can connect letters with writing and sounds with
pronunciations. Sound blending for beginning readers develops in the partial alphabetic phase. In
the partial alphabetic phase students begin to understand that letters have meaning through their
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sounds. In this phase students need to work on putting individual letters together into words.
There are many strategies to build student understanding of blending words. Cummings et al
noted that the value of students sounding out nonsense words, or words that aren’t in the English
language, to allow students to focus more heavily on the sounds (Cummings et al., 2011). My
team chose consonant-vowel-consonant words to increase at-risk students’ skills in sound
blending.

Participants
In collaboration with my mentor teacher, it was determined that I would work with my
group for thirty minutes four times a week over four weeks. During this period, the goal was for
the students to meet grade level standards associated with CVC blending. Student One
◆ Student One is a first grader. They received a score of 13/25 on the CVC pretest
(attached in Appendix). The classroom teacher noted that this student struggles
with reading and writing. She noted that the student also works in an additional
interventionist group to help with their reading abilities. This student was reported
to have a strong ability to sound out words. However, the student wasn’t always
able to identify the correct sound(s). This student struggles with vowels which
makes it difficult for the student to correctly analyze CVC words. This student
receives reading intervention five days a week for 25 minutes a week with a
paraprofessional given instruction from our reading interventionist.
➔ Student Two
◆ Student two is a first grader. They received a score of 12/25 on the CVC pretest
(attached in Appendix). The classroom teacher noted that the student doesn’t
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know vowel and consonant sounds. She shared that the student would benefit
from remediation in sound recognition tasks. This student is seen by the reading
specialist five days a week for 25 minutes a week.
➔ Student Three
◆ Student three is a second grade English Language Learner (ELL). They received
a score of 10/25 on the CVC pretest (attached in Appendix). The classroom
teacher reported that the student struggles with vowel sounds ‘e’ and ‘u’ as well
as beginning sounds. This student is challenged in confidently saying words and
identifying which letter matches the sound they are hearing. This student is pulled
for intervention from the ELL specialist twice a day to work on letter recognition
and sounds for 25 minutes.
➔ Student Four
◆ Student four is a second grader. They received a score of 20/25 on the CVC
pretest (attached in Appendix). The classroom teacher reported that the student
struggles with beginning and ending sounds, mostly consonants. She reported the
main concern for this student was how slowly they worked through second grade
CVC. This student is also seen by a paraprofessional three days a week for 25
minutes for reading intervention.
➔ Student Five
◆ Student five is a second grader. They received a score of 19/25 on the CVC
pretest (attached in Appendix). The classroom teacher reported that the student is
challenged with articulating vowels, as well as beginning and ending sounds. She
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noted the challenges the student is encountering are “random.” This student sees
the reading specialist five days a week for 25 minutes.
Methods
I used three differentiated instructional strategies in my lessons. The first strategy I used
in the small group intervention was cooperative learning. Cooperative learning is an instructional
strategy that allows students to work together, thereby sharing knowledge and helping others.
Abramczyk & Jurkowski (2020) defined cooperative learning as an instructional strategy that
helps students academically while also helping their “social learning and their peer relationships”
(Abramczyk & Jurkowski, 2020, p. 296). Cooperative learning helps students with the content of
their learning while also taking into consideration the whole student and any social needs a
student might have. Abramczyk & Jurkowski (2020) also noted that the structure of cooperative
learning led by the teacher prepares for purposeful interaction of the students.
Cooperative learning was chosen as an instructional strategy in my intervention groups because
the students were to work collaboratively to decipher and sound out words. Sumardi et al (2020)
found that strategies that are student-centered, i.e., cooperative learning, appear to be more
effective in a classroom than simpler teacher-centered strategies such as a lecture or presentation.
Sumardi et al (2020) noted that student-centered strategies are more effective when they are
formed around information communication and technology or ICT (Sumardi et al., 2020).
Unfortunately, due to not having one on one technology we could not use technology as a part of
our intervention however, we did use technology to find the intervention games we wanted to
help students.
The second instructional strategy I utilized was student-centered learning. Studentcentered learning is a strategy that is focused on and guided by the student. Çubuku (2012)
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noted, “student-centered learning, or student centeredness, is a model which puts the student in
the center of the learning process” (Cubuku 2012 p.50). In a study conducted by Cubuku it was
noted that for student-centered learning to be successful the students must be active participants
in the learning process, the acquiring of knowledge, questioning, analysis, and reflection of
something they are learning about (Cubuku 2012). Cubuku shared that student-centered learning
is extremely effective, but only when teachers are committed and have the right time, place,
resources, and mindset to allow students to learn on their own.
The third method I used with my small group was same ability grouping. Park & Datnow
(2017) described same ability grouping as placing ‘like’ ability students in a group to meet
proficiency in a certain skill. Park & Datnow (2017) noted two benefits of same ability grouping.
They noted that this strategy pushes students academically and it is an effective strategy to
collect data. Park & Datnow (2017) support utilizing same-ability grouping, however they also
suggested that teachers use a variety of differentiated grouping so students can move between
groups as they acquire proficiency in the skills being taught.

Materials
Based on the knowledge and expertise of the three teachers the following differentiated
instructional strategies were chosen to guide the small group interventions: cooperative learning,
student-centered learning, and same-ability grouping.
For the intervention three rotations were created that we were implemented throughout the
four weeks. There are three groups in the first and second grade levels working on CVC
blending. The teachers utilized three CVC activities throughout the four weeks to reach as many
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students as possible using differentiated materials and instructional strategies: Blast Boards, GoFish, and CVC Bingo.
1. Rotation One: Blast Boards
Blast boards are a magnetic board where students have all the phonemes or units
of sound on magnetic tiles. There are sounds for /a/ /b/ and /c/ and sounds for /th/ and /ch/ etc.
There are also color tiles where students identify the vowel sound with red and allow the
consonant sounds to be other colors. The students have a mini magnetic board in which they
stick the colors and then the letters on for their CVC word. For example, the word cat would be
blue, red, yellow (the vowel of ‘a’ being red) and then the letters c, a, and t. (See Appendix 7 for
pictures and examples.)
For this rotation the Blast Boards were used to build CVC words. To begin, I modeled for
the students how to build a word and then each student was given the opportunity to practice.
The students would first build the word with colors and then we identified the vowel. For oral
and tactile practice, we said the word using only color tiles. We then sounded out the word while
touching the corresponding tiles. I then had the students find the phonemes that corresponded
with the word. The students were instructed to place the letters underneath the color tiles (is this
correct?). The last step was to sound out the word and orally state the word together. The
students cleared their boards after each word, and we repeated the process. The comprehensive
list of CVC words that was used in this activity is in Appendix 6.
2. Rotation 2: Go-Fish Activity
The Go-Fish Game is an interactive hands-on activity for students to work through CVC
words. The goal of this rotation and activity was to identify which students were able to collect
the most cards by pronouncing the words correctly. I held up a card and had the student sound
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out the word and then say the whole word. For example, c-a-t, cat. If the word was pronounced
correctly the student kept the card. If the student did not blend the word correctly, I would allow
the next student to try. If a student’s response was incorrect, I made sure that the student
understood their mistake and directed them to say the phonemes and letters one more time.
3. Rotation 3: CVC Bingo:
The last activity was a hands-on game where students tried to get a bingo using CVC words.
Each student had a bingo sheet. I would call out a word and the students were to find the word on
their sheet. For example, N cat. The next step was to have the students sound out and say that
word. For example, cat, c-a-t, cat. The students were then directed to look for the word on their
sheet. If the word was on the sheet, they were to mark it. This activity assisted me in seeing
which students were able to identify the letters they saw with the sounds that they just said. After
one student got a bingo, I had them remove the tiles on their sheets and we would play as many
rounds as the time allowed.
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Results

The above graph represents the pretest and posttest scores of the five students in my
small group. The pretest, in the darker red, shows the scores the students obtained before
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intervention and the posttest, in lighter red, are the scores after the intervention. The data is a
representation of the growth students made from pre to post test.
Student one made the largest gains from pretest (13/25 words) to posttest (25/25 words).
The pretest score was 52% and the posttest score was 100%. This student also improved in their
writing and their ability to sound out CVC words that have typical phonetic spelling. This
student went from not knowing how to sound blend to effectively sound blending to support their
development in reading groups and writing times.
Student two made gains from pretest (12/25 words) to posttest (22/25 words) showing 10
points of growth. This student was one of the lowest in the group. I believe that the student
benefitted from the repetition through games and activities. Across the four weeks I observed
that the student progressed to not sounding out every word to independently recalling the words.
Student three made gains from pretest (10/25 words) to posttest (18/25 words). I was
hoping for more growth from this student. Student three is an English Language Learner and is
building English proficiency, I was pleased to note that student three made gains from pretest to
posttest. I have also noticed progress in this student's reading and writing. I will continue to work
with this student to become more self-sufficient in spelling and problem solving through English
words and sounds.
Student four made gains from pretest (20/25 words) to posttest (23/25 words). The gains
made moved the student out of an area of concern to a stable score. Student four continues to
work on their focus and slowing down. Due to this intervention, I have noticed the student being
able to recognize CVC words more proficiently during reading and problem solve unknown
words through sound blending.
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Student five made gains from pretest (19/25 words) to posttest (23/25 words). While this
was also a smaller growth, I believe this student is now more stable and consistent with CVC
words. During group time student five demonstrated more willingness to sound out words and
phonetically say the words correctly.
Overall, the data showed growth of all five students. I believe the differentiated
instructional strategies helped the students in acquiring core phonics knowledge. I think these
students are now set up with a better ability to sound out or stretch unknown words and to write
unknown words with more accuracy.

Reflection
Through completing this capstone project, I have learned how to implement differentiated
teaching and learning strategies. I learned how to work effectively with a small group of students
to remediate a deficit area. I strived to build positive relationships with the students in my small
group. I believe building relationships with them contributed to the student gains. In my small
group the students were provided with multiple opportunities to build their knowledge of CVC
words. They were given consistent opportunities to verbally sound out individual phonemes
which enhanced their understanding of CVC words.
I believe that the student-centered orientation of this intervention also contributed to the
gains from pretest to posttest. Through the differentiated activities the students were provided the
opportunity to physically find words on the Bingo Game, and tactically build the words on their
Blast Kit. I believe the tactile strategies were fun and engaging for the students. They were
provided with tactile opportunities while also incorporating a speaking piece.
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The students in my group were all struggling with the sounding out of CVC words and
the ability to blend these sounds together. I think the grouping of students allowed them to feel
like a community and feel comfortable. Overall, I was very pleased with this study and the data
collected. The pre and post data revealed that each of the students made gains with CVC words.
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